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Beyond women and politics: Men, masculinities and the Australian parliament 
 
 
Abstract 
 
While feminist approaches to political science remain marginal, there now exists a 
core body of literature on the subject of women and politics. Studies of gender and 
politics have typically been studies of women and politics. In contrast, this paper 
places men and masculinities at the centre of its inquiry by drawing on interviews 
with 15 current federal male politicians. Of concern is exploring the ways in which 
men frame the question of gender equity in the Australian parliament. Four 
frameworks are identified in the men’s narratives. These are: there is a problem but 
there is nothing that can be done; there was a problem but it no longer exists; there is 
a problem but it is not one of gender and; there is not a problem as women politicians 
are actually advantaged. It is argued that these framing devices rely upon the 
production and reproduction of discourses which align the definition of a successful 
politician and the processes and practices of political work with masculinities. This 
operates to mask the many constraints which exist to marginalise women from 
political participation and undermines attempts to address women’s political 
disadvantage as political participants. The final section of the paper calls for further 
work examining the intersections between masculinities, politicians and parliaments 
and suggests the trajectories such work could take. 
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Introduction   
While women remain outnumbered by men in the world’s parliaments, their level of 
representation in a range of countries has increased significantly in recent years. This 
is certainly the case in Australia. When the Howard Liberal National Coalition 
Government was elected to office in 2 March 1996, the number of women members 
in the 150 member House of Representatives increased from fourteen to twenty-three. 
Today, there are 37 women in the Australian House of Representatives (24.7%) and 
27 women Senators from a total of 76 (35.5%).  Given women’s increased presence in 
the Australian parliament this paper asks how male politicians understand and 
construct gender inequality. That is, to what extent do men in parliament believe that 
women face barriers to participation in the federal body politic?  In this respect, the 
paper deviates from much traditional work on gender in studies of politics which have 
focused on ‘women’. While this work has been critical in highlighting the paucity of 
women in parliament and the barriers that exist for women seeking parliamentary 
office it has left unnamed men and masculinities (Lovenduski 1998).  It is in this 
context that Beckwith (2005:129) argues women have become problematised as a 
group.  She asserts that if research is to expose the inequities for political women, we 
need to focus on men and masculinities.   
 
This paper addresses these calls by drawing on interviews with 15 current male 
members of the House of Representatives and the Senate. The paper begins by 
highlighting the lack of work on masculinities, politicians and political institutions 
and identifying the types of studies on masculinities and organisations which may be 
engaged to provide greater insight into the gendered nature of parliaments. In the next 
section of the paper the methodology for the study is outlined. Following this the 
paper presents the data from the study. Four frameworks by which men frame the 
question of gender equity in the Australian parliament are examined. These are: there 
is a problem but there is nothing that can be done; there was a problem but it no 
longer exists; there is a problem but it is not one of gender and; there is not a problem 
as women politicians are actually advantaged. The final section explores the 
implications of these discursive frames. It is argued that these framing devices rely 
upon the production and reproduction of discourses which align the definition of a 
successful politician and the processes and practices of political work with 
masculinities. This operates to mask the many constraints which exist to marginalise 
women from political participation and undermines attempts to address women’s 
political disadvantage as political participants.   
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Men, masculinities and organisations 
In a seminal article published in 1994 David Collinson and Jeff Hearn argued for the 
need for scholars of organisations and gender to ‘name men as men’. They noted the 
contradiction that while in most countries most managers are men, there was little 
critical and analytical work which problematised the way in which men acted as 
men/males in management. Within the literature on gender and organisations, this call 
has led to a plethora of rich work on the subject of masculinities and organisations. 
Collectively, this work has drawn attention to a number of key themes of relevance to 
this paper.  
 
The first is that discourses of masculinity have been found to pervade a myriad of 
organisational types from small businesses (Bruni et al 2004 ) to public sector 
agencies (Hopton 1999 ) as well as from the military (Barrett 2002) to primary 
schools (Skelton 2001 ). Despite this, and as prefaced in the work of Collinson and 
Hearn (1994) masculinities are typically unmarked and invisible in organisational life. 
Illustrative of this is the study of a UK life assurance institution by Hodgson (2003) 
which showed that sales staff needed to construct a particular identity to conform to 
the organisation’s culture, yet the fact that it was highly masculinised and promoted 
values of dominance, aggression, assertiveness  and self autonomy was hidden. It was 
the blurring of the distinction between the individual males who presented themselves 
not as males but as ‘sales’ that enabled this gendered construction to remain covert.  
 A second theme in the literature on masculinities and organisations of relevance to 
this paper is that there is no singular masculinity, and indeed, no one masculinity 
prevalent across organisations. In McDowell’s (2001) study of merchant banks in the 
city of London found that the notion of a singular dominant masculinity has begun to 
be replaced by a more complex, ambiguous and fluid construction of gendered 
identities as new ways of relating to colleagues be they men or women. She further 
found that while the older and more senior men in banking continue to practise a 
masculinity dominated by paternalism and authoritarianism, younger men tend to 
respond to new managerial practices and see colleagues as individuals with feelings 
and emotions which impact on work relationships and the organisation.  The third 
theme common to the literature on gender, work and organisations and of relevance to 
this paper is that, not all constructions and performances of gender are of equivalent 
power.  
 
 In a patriarchal society discourses of what Connell (1995, 77) refers to as hegemonic 
masculinity confer greater power than other discourses.  Connell and Messerschmidt 
(2005,830) define hegemonic masculinity as a contested concept about power and 
political leadership, public and private violence and which contributes to the gender 
order of society and is embedded in specific social environments.  It represents a way 
in which men position themselves to the detriment of other men and the exclusion of 
women.  Chalmers (2001,90) in his work on marketing companies found that since 
credibility in business management was so tied to masculine behaviours of 
forcefulness, technical competence and female acquiescence then only such values 
were recognised as credible and real in the work context. Even with the new wave of 
relational skills in management, a hegemonic discourse prevails. A fourth theme 
repeatedly demonstrated in the literature on masculinities and organisations is that 
regardless of the configuration of hegemonic masculinity/ies practised in 
organisations there is a commonality in the way in which they are constructed. That 
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is, masculinity exists in relation to femininity and they are symbiotically entwined and 
coexist in such a way as to assume a natural gender order (Whitehead 2002).  While 
key political and business institutions have been numerically dominated by men, they 
serve to promote and validate the ideologies underpinning hegemonic masculinity.  
Further reinforcement of the construction of hegemonic masculinity was exposed by 
Eveline and Booth (2002, 567) in their study of women miners in Australia.  They 
found that hegemonic masculinity was protected through denying women information 
but more importantly once women excelled at particular jobs, these became labelled 
as ‘women’s work.’  
 
 As more women have entered the work force a fifth theme has emerged in the 
literature and that is the way men have resisted women’s entry into what have been 
traditional male workplaces.  This has been best exemplified by Prokos and Padavic 
(2002,443) in their work on women’s entry into a US police academy where women 
who entered the academy were at first resisted and treated as outsiders, and when this 
did not work were overtly demeaned and exposed to constant sexual language and 
offensive behaviours. An overriding theme in the literature on masculinities is that 
masculinity and power are inextricably linked (Clatterbaugh 1998,42).  Power in 
society is vested in men and images of men and their behaviours are important terms 
in the way power is represented.  For Martin and Collinson (2002,258) since the 
workplace is where men construct their masculinities , organisations are systems of 
power where status, control and resources are granted to those who conform and 
sustain the dominant masculine practices and then they also become symbols of the 
power they represent. 
 
Politics and Masculinities  
 
Political scientists have been comparatively slow in utilising the insights from gender 
and organisational theorists studying men and masculinities. Despite repeated claims 
that if research is to expose the inequities for women in political life work must be 
predicated on a study of men and masculinities, and not just on a study of women, 
little work has been undertaken on the subject (Lovenduski 1998; Sawer 2004; 
Beckwith 2005). There are, however, some rare and important exceptions. One such 
study is Hacli and Reger’s (1997) work on the experiences of women politicians in 
Britain and the USA whom the authors describe as ‘strangers in a strange land.’  
Following interviews with women on both sides of the Atlantic, the researchers posit 
that ‘woman’ and ‘politician’ are seen as mutually exclusive categories.  In contrast, 
masculine/male/masculinity and politics/politician are analogous categories.  They 
argue that women’s role is embedded in the gendered division of labour in the home 
and that this flows on to the political world.  Hacli and Reger (1997) see some hope 
for change if more women can enter these ‘strange lands’ and challenge masculine 
privilege.  
 
As early as 1992 Hearn and Parkin recognised that the public sphere was not only 
dominated by men but the structures of power that were established within them and 
the currency of domination had already been entrenched by men.  Women whom they 
described as ‘late entries’ to the institution found themselves excluded or concentrated 
at the bottom of these political structures. Spain’s (1992) work on gendered spaces 
also documented the way the perspectives of space and status are maintained between 
men and women in the political arena.  She acknowledges that what is becomes what 
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ought to be and once established becomes taken for granted and immutable and 
further entrenches male values and knowledge to the exclusion of others, especially 
women. 
 
Rosenthal (1998, 7) in her work on women’s entry into US state legislatures found 
that male behaviour had been conflated with institutional behaviour and that this was 
an orthodox view of power.  She further found that the numbers of women in the 
legislature had little influence on institutional practice and established that  in the 
Oklahoma Legislature women were treated as ‘tokens’ drawing attention to 
themselves and  seen as women rather than legislators. A further illustration of this is 
the work of Haywood et al (2003) who determined that while men are highly visible 
in mainstream politics, they represent themselves not as men, but as politicians, and 
so masculinity remains covert and hidden.  
 
In a more recent and detailed commentary on masculinities and parliaments  Puwar 
(2004) investigates the impact the arrival of more than one hundred women MPs in 
the House of Commons in 1997. The sense of alienation experienced by these women 
as they trespass on what is seen to be legitimately masculine space is conveyed in 
book’s title Space Invaders. Like Hacli and Reger (1997), Puwar (2004) disputes the 
assumption that more women in organisations leads to change.  She argues that 
political spaces are infused with discourses of masculinity and that because of this 
women’s insertion into these spaces makes them visible in a way men are not.  
Hence, women find themselves excluded as they are seen as deviations from the 
norm. It is the ability of elected women to accumulate institutional resources that can 
make a difference to policy outcomes and no matter what numbers there are in the 
Congress.   Women must be recognised in leadership positions and be able to 
formulate policy for real changes to be made (Norton 1995, 133). 
 
In their study of women in the parliaments of Canada, Australia and New Zealand, 
Galligan and Tremblay (2005) highlighted the prevalence of a masculinist 
understanding of politics and power where men and male centred perspectives 
dominate and which in turn assigns women to the sphere of ‘private’ power. They 
highlight the paradox of the construction and practice of parliamentary institutions as 
highly masculinised and having a gendered perspective on social relations, while at 
the same time these institutions underpin democratic decision making.  They also 
caution that at a time when women are beginning to enter national parliaments in 
larger numbers the rise of neoliberalism in conjunction with the mobility of 
international capital makes the national parliament a somewhat less powerful and 
important institution. 
 
This project differs from previous research which exposed the way in which 
masculinity/ies are embedded in the political institutions through interviewing elected 
women MPs and examining their treatment and access to the policy process. It breaks 
new ground by its use of interviews with male politicians to explore their views on the 
nature and practices of the Australian parliament and whether there should be a more 
equal representation of men and women.     It seeks to expose these men’s views on 
the gendered norms and values of the organisation and the way this impacts on 
women’s ability to be preselected, enter parliament, and become full and important 
participants in the formulation of national policy.  It asks these male MPs to reveal the 
ways and means they have used to maintain and support their roles as MPs and to 
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consider whether women MPs were able to participate to the same level. It also 
investigates whether there is a mood for transformation of the institution and if the 
influx of women MPs after 1996 has brought any changes to the national parliament’s 
practices. 
 
Methodology 
 
This paper draws on data from 15 semi-structured interviews undertaken with male 
members of the Australian parliament. Interviewing was selected as a method as it is 
particularly useful when research seeks to capture individuals’ views and experiences 
(Denzin and Lincoln 2003, 16). Given the exploratory nature of the research, it was 
decided to use a semi-structured approach. The flexible nature of this method allows 
for probing as well as for respondents to take the interview in unexpected directions 
which may provide both deep and complex knowledge (Berg 2004). 
 
Selection of participants was determined by purposeful or criterion based sampling 
(Mason 2002). A review of the literature on gender and politics indicated that 
categories of potential importance included age, length of time as a member, family 
commitments, political affiliation and representative status. In order to facilitate 
access, interviewees were first approached by telephone and then with a follow-up 
letter, describing the nature of the research, emphasising its practical and scholarly 
significance and outlining the interview questions (see Puwar 1997). Of the 20 men 
approached only 2 refused outright.  One of these had been a former colleague with 
whom I had disagreed over policy issues more than 10 years earlier.  The other man 
had felt he had been misrepresented by an earlier PhD student and found the whole 
situation too difficult.  For the others the issue was one of availability during a very 
busy parliamentary sitting time.   
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Sampling Characteristics by Gender 
 
 Male  
House 
Reps 10   Senate 5  
Party 
Government 8   Opposition 7  
Marital Status 
Married 13   Single 2  
Children 
Yes 15   No 0  
Representation by states 
QLD 3  
NSW 6  
VIC 1  
WA 2  
SA 0  
TAS 2  
ACT 1  
 
NT 0  
Time in Parliament 
0-5 yrs 2  
5-10yrs 4  
10-15yrs 3   
+ 15yrs 6  
Age 
30-40 yrs 2  
41-50 yrs 2  
51-60 yrs 6   
61 + yrs 5  
 
Interviews were undertaken in the Canberra parliamentary offices of respondents and 
lasted between forty minutes and an hour. While a greater length of time would have 
been desirable in some instances, Peabody et al (1990) note that academic researchers 
are fortunate if they are given thirty minutes of a politicians’ time for an interview. 
Despite the warnings in the literature on elite interviewing that argue taping may 
impede respondents from committing their views (Morse et al 2002), it was decided to 
tape and transcribe interviews in full as a means of enhancing validity (Gray 2004).   
 
As is recommended in the literature, the interview schedule began with rapport 
building and general questions before moving to more specific issues about gender 
issues in the parliament (Fontana and Frey 2003). Thus, politicians were asked a 
range of questions about their own background as parliamentarians including their 
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experiences of pre-selection, dealing with the media and campaigning. They were also 
asked to describe what being a federal politician entailed and their views about what 
constitutes an effective politician. The next part of the interview focused on men’s 
views about women’s involvement in politics. Issues canvassed included whether 
there are any particular constraints for women politicians and whether it is important 
to have more women in parliament.  
 
Coding of the data was undertaken by moving between the transcripts and the 
literature (Schmidt 2004). In this process particular emphasis was given to identifying 
alternative views in order to appreciate competing interpretations on gender equity n 
the Australian parliament (McKie 2003,281). Through the iterative process of data 
coding and sorting, particular patterns emerged which constituted four different 
understandings of gender equity in the parliament. Each of these is discussed in more 
detail below. 
 
There is a problem but what can we do? 
Of the 15 male politicians interviewed only 4 stated unequivocally that there were 
ongoing barriers facing women who were either sitting or aspiring parliamentarians.  
They claimed that the most critical issue for women was the belief that their primary 
role was in the home rather than a House of Parliament. Importantly, despite sharing 
this view, there was a difference of opinion about whether or not this constituted 
discrimination. Three maintained that it was natural and inevitable for children to 
want their mothers and for mothers to want to be with their children. This was a 
biological reality. Thus, it was not sexist or chauvinistic to refuse to pre-select a 
woman with a young family. It was simply obeying the laws of nature. This 
perspective was clearly enunciated by a long-serving Coalition member from country 
Victoria. He explained: 
 
I think it is hard for women. Unbelievably hard. I have heard men who are not being 
chauvinistic at all. Well, not only men, but men particularly who have politely 
declined to support women candidates in pre-selections because they have got young 
children and they look at it and say, “I couldn’t do it with kids. Nothing sexist. I am 
all in favour of women in parliament, but the young kids are still at the age where 
they need a fair bit of nurturing. The idea of somebody from a far flung electorate 
being locked up here for weeks on end, when their kids are still needing the warmth 
and nursing of mum at home. I do have trouble with it. I really do. 
 
A contrasting perspective was offered by the second male member who also 
maintained there were constraints to women’s parliamentary involvement. He stated: 
 
I think it is still the case that at the sharper end of decision making men still occupy 
the larger number of seats at the table. 
 
Like his conservative colleague, this member shared an anecdote about a woman 
missing out on pre-selection because she had young children. For him this was a 
‘double-standard’ as he maintained he had never heard of a potential male candidate 
being questioned about the care of his children. Furthermore, unlike his colleague, 
this member believed that the capacity for child-care was not biologically pre-
determined, and thus could be equally undertaken by a male or female.    
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The view that there are constraints for women but that these are not easily overcome 
because they are part of women’s biological make-up was not only made by male 
politicians in relation to family responsibilities. One member explained there were 
‘several’ factors that constrained women from careers in federal parliament and while 
the primary one was that it was inevitable that ‘children want their mums’ there were 
also other factors to consider. He reflected: 
 
Women aren’t as robust in debate as what men are and wouldn’t like to be seen as 
vocally verbose as men. That would detract from them. So there are disadvantages 
there. Men can use particular types of adjectives, but it would be unbecoming for 
women to use some of those adjectives. So there is a distinct disadvantage for women 
there. 
 
Studies which have explored the experiences of women politicians have demonstrated 
that familial responsibilities act as a critical constraint for aspiring female 
parliamentarians. For example, Curtin (2006 ,236 )  in a comparative study of women 
in parliaments across Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the United Kingdom has 
identified the long history of  the exclusion of women from politics on the grounds 
that it was a public arena and therefore the province of men.    Women’s place was as 
mothers and carers. This view was reiterated by Marian Sawer (2002) in her work on 
the Australian parliament where she identified the need to accommodate family 
responsibilities as being discriminatory to women in their attempts to enter 
parliament.   She further noted the joy that the Finnish President, Tarja Halonen, felt 
when being told she would no longer have to balance home duties with her political 
office as they would be done for her. Other researchers (Childs 2004, Galligan and 
Tremblay 2005) have contended that a view of woman as homemaker and child-rearer 
is still widely held within conservative parties in the United Kingdom, Canada and 
Australia and remains a barrier for many women attempting to enter parliament.  
Hence women’s ability to enter the political arena may well be jeopardized by such 
strongly held patriarchal views by many men who control the political processes 
which women must navigate to enter parliament.  This might go some way to explain 
why parliament remains a predominately male environment, unwelcoming to women 
and families (Sones 2005, 15) and male MPs see there is nothing that can be done as it 
is women’s biology and the parliament reflects this. 
 
There was a problem but it no longer exists 
 
When, in May 2007, a high profile newly elected female member of the New South 
Wales state parliament, publicly stated that, at 54, she had ‘never worked in any 
profession as male-dominated or as ruthlessly sexist’ she received little support from 
her counterparts. The former female leader of the state liberal party, Kerry 
Chikarovski discounted the comments saying Parliament had ‘improved’. Another 
female colleague and Labor party member Alison Megarrity was quoted as being 
‘surprised’ by the remarks and suggested that discrimination was not an issue for 
contemporary women politicians.  Long-serving Labor MP Richard Amery added to 
this view saying ‘I am quite offended. If you take a walk through these corridors and 
look at the photos, you will see that over the years more women are in Parliament.’ 
These views are illustrative of the most common response male federal politicians 
offered when asked about gender equality in the Australian parliament. That is, that 
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gender may have been problematic in the past but this was no longer the case. These 
politicians referred to the numerical increase in women’s participation. They also 
described ‘generational change’ occurring citing the fact that there were today more 
younger people in the parliament who would take women’s participation as given. A 
number of long term members who posited the view that gender inequality was an 
historical phenomenon illustrated their case by focusing on changing practices in the 
federal Houses. One argued, for example, that excessive drinking was no longer the 
norm saying:     
 Parliament has changed enormously. It’s a lot more sober place, people don’t get 
pissed. The old camaraderie. The boy’s club isn’t here.  
 
As other evidence of the fact that women now faced no disadvantage as 
parliamentarians, men made reference to the change in sitting hours introduced by  the 
current Prime Minister John Howard in 1996. They explained that rather than 
finishing in the early hours of the morning parliament now completed its daily 
business at 8.30pm or 9.30 pm. This, according to one, made it a much more ‘humane 
and reasonable place’ and thereby more inclusive of women than it may have been in 
the past.  
 
Members who argued that there are no longer constraints for women politicians 
maintained that gender is irrelevant in the parliament.  They posited that there is little 
interest in whether parliamentarians are either ‘men’ or ‘women’ and that everyone is 
treated ‘equally’. One commented,  
 
‘You really don’t draw a distinction if they are men or women. In my eyes I just see 
my parliamentary colleagues as colleagues’.   
 
In enunciating the view that gender was irrelevant in the parliament male politicians 
focused solely on overt discrimination. They demonstrated little understanding of 
more nuanced forms of discrimination as the following quotation demonstrates: 
 
 I think there are virtually no restrictions at all now. In the pre-selection we just had a 
big one.  It was won by a male, but the female was pretty impressive. I don’t think I 
heard once that she should not be elected because she is female.  
 
According to this long serving Liberal member the fact that the woman seeking pre-
selection was not explicitly told she would not be pre-selected because she is female 
is evidence of the fact that barriers to women’s involvement in federal political office 
no longer exist. Ironically this is despite the fact that she was not pre-selected. The 
numerous informal constraints to women’s parliamentary participation and 
particularly to women’s pre-selection success so well documented in the literature 
remain invisible. These include barriers such as women’s limited access to the male 
dominated business and union networks that facilitate pre-selection (Sawer and Sims 
1984), men’s numerical dominance of pre-selection committees (Lovenduski 
2001,751) and the preponderance of the media to afford more serious attention to 
male rather than female candidates standing for pre-selection (McAllister 1992,225).  
 
In her work on the British parliament Puwar (2004, 49) identified the reception of 
women into classically male spaces as threatening and intrusive. She describes the 
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way in which men ‘amplify’ women’s presence, constructing the increased presence 
of a still comparatively small number of women as representative of females 
‘flooding’ the institution of parliament. This may explain why male MPs interviewed 
contended that women were now politically represented in appropriate numbers. This 
is despite the fact that they represent only 28% of parliamentarians. In responding to 
questions about women’s involvement in the parliament, these male MPs argued that 
gender was not an issue as the federal parliament is a space that is truly representative 
of the Australian population. Two stated: 
 
I think the great thing about this parliamentary system is that it is a good true 
reflection of society generally. 
 
I think the parliament is pretty egalitarian. There is a sense of fair go there. Those 
qualities are there, you know, from the Anzac spirit of mateship. 
 
As another commented in a more explicit illustration of this view,  
 
‘You know there are some really terrific women that have come into the Senate at the 
moment and I think the balance is about right. About 30%’.  
 
Feminist political scientists have often framed the need to increase women’s national 
political participation by reference to representative democracy. Sawer,(2002,6) in her 
work which explored the question of representation of women in the Australian 
parliament recognised that while the representation of women in parliament is an 
issue of justice, there are also general expectations that women politicians will share 
the concerns of women in the community as well as giving legitimacy to the 
institution of parliament itself.  Women’s representation has also been seen as an 
indicator of the inclusiveness or otherwise of a democratically elected ruling elite 
(Galligan and Tremblay 2005, 5).  This question of gender balance in democratic 
institutions is also argued on the grounds that ‘women’ can contest, debate, deliberate 
and inform the ‘politics of ideas’ particularly issues that have yet to become part of 
the established agenda (Mackay 2004, 101).  For the men ‘representative’ democracy 
is seen very differently. 
 
 
We have a problem – but it is not gender 
The third way in which men responded to questions about gender equity was to agree 
that there is a problem within the parliament in terms of representation, but it is not a 
problem related to gender. For those 7 male politicians who offered this perspective, 
some stated that the issue was largely one of the ‘professionalisation’ of the 
parliament. The argument made was that, in the past, parliament included a great 
diversity of people, but that this was no longer the case. In this discourse, ‘diversity’ 
referred only to occupational background prior to entering parliament. Much was 
made, for example, of the fact that  former Australian prime ministers included a train 
driver (Ben Chifley 1945-1949) and someone who left school at the age of 15 (Paul 
Keating 1991-1996). Today, it was argued, the parliament is dominated by people 
who are ‘career politicians’ whose occupational experience is as a party or political 
advisor. The political men who articulated this view drew on binaries such as 
‘professional/amateur’, ‘real world/unreal world’, ‘ordinary/privilege’ to distinguish 
between the typical politician of the past and the typical politician of the future. One 
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Coalition male, for example, responded to a question about the possible challenges 
facing potential women politicians with the claim that: 
 
You need more people who are fair dinkum, people in small business who have gone 
through the trials and tribulations, bank managers who have been in the real world. 
 
In a similar vein, another long term male Labor party member claimed that, in his 
view ‘the underlying problem really is mostly not gender related’ but about the 
decrease in the number of what he labelled ‘amateurs’ and the increase in the number 
of what he labelled ‘professional’ politicians. He explained the distinction as: 
 
 The amateurs are people from ordinary lives who are interested in politics and party 
members and every now and then stand for higher office and the professionals are the 
people who have got full time employment that is related to the labour movement. 
 
Further to this, one relatively new Labor member suggested the problem was one of 
the ability of the people who were entering parliament:  
 
We don’t need more males or females per se - we need more people of quality 
regardless of their sex …  
 
Another trajectory of the discourse of ‘we have a problem – but it is not gender’ 
focused on age. One long-serving Labor MP from an inner city electorate argued that 
there were now too many younger people in the parliament. At the same time, a 
younger MP complained that the most critical issue in terms of diversity of 
representation was that the parliament was dominated by people over the age of 50 
and that this included both men and women.  
 
There is evidence in the literature of an increased ‘professionalism’ of 
parliamentarians.  This is particularly true of both the California and Arizona 
legislatures as documented by Reingold (1992) in her study of gendered practices in 
these political institutions. Hughes (1998) in his work on the Australian parliament 
identifies that prior to the 1980’s even a minister was regarded as an ‘amateur’ who 
could be easily fooled by bureaucrats or other MPs but it is certainly not the case now.  
Puwar (2000) in her work on the House of Commons revealed that studies about the 
social backgrounds of MPs had revealed a preponderance of Oxbridge and public 
education backgrounds for male MPs.  This meant that many male MPs had a very 
traditional view about gender roles. This failure  by  male MPs to recognise the 
entrenched male culture of the parliament yet attempt to acknowledge some form of 
social change seems to have led  to some  ‘tinkering ’ with the system.  However, they 
remain blind to the processes of the system and traditional masculinities which inhibit 
changes to the institution which could lead to more gender equity (Maddock 1999, 
53).  
 
We don’t have a problem – women are actually advantaged  
A final way in which male respondents framed the issue of gender equity in the 
federal parliament was to claim that the issue was actually one of inequality for men. 
This is, of course, a discourse that has become increasingly pervasive in western 
industrial nations in recent years and therefore has significant currency (Kenway 
1991). One way in which this particular argument was made was to cite women’s 
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increased participation in other fields of public life such as the media or professions. 
For example, a long serving middle-aged Coalition MP claimed that the increasing 
numbers of women in local government means that within this political sphere 
‘women now run the place’.  The data on women’s representation in Australian local 
government do not actually support this assertion.1  
 
Others maintained that women politicians were often seen as a novelty by constituents 
and the media and they consequently benefited from a higher profile. As a senior 
member of the Labor Opposition said,  
 
‘being a woman candidate is a big positive. It puts an extra edge’.  
 
Women were viewed by some male politicians as having been afforded softer 
treatment by journalists and advantaged by features about them in women’s 
magazines and lifestyle programs. While the literature on media treatment of women 
politicians does indicate that their difference affords them initial media attention it 
also demonstrates that they are treated particularly harshly and both attacked and 
trivialised if they fail to conform to high media expectations (Ross 2002, Eveline and 
Booth 1997, Sawer 2002). As Van Acker (2003, 132) noted in her critique of the 
female politicians by the Australian and New Zealand media, ‘celebrity status is 
fleeting’ and further, ‘contributes little to a credible, curriculum vitae for politics’.  
 
In proffering the view that women politicians are actually advantaged male 
respondents also pointed to specific women who they variously described as ‘like fox 
terriers’, ‘fierce’, ‘gutsy’, ‘not letting anyone get them down’, ‘tough’, ‘tenacious’ and 
‘not shrinking violets’. The argument made was that these women were actually 
stronger and more aggressive than many male politicians. These women, one male 
member contended ‘could eat men for breakfast’. In other interviews similar 
comments were made by male members as the following illustrate:  
 
We have a couple of feisty women who think they can do me over and I’m not critical 
of that. Don’t get me wrong. But what I would like to say is that I have been done 
over. 
 
You look at (name of female politician). She is tough as any bloke you know. She 
plays the game as hard. And there are some male politicians who don’t exude that 
same strength and fortitude.  
 
In previous studies of gender and parliamentary institutions women politicians have 
cited as a barrier to their involvement the disjuncture between traditional notions of 
femininity and prevalent definitions of the ‘successful politician’ ( Puwar 1997,Childs 
2004, Ross 2001, Lovenduski 1997).  What is revealed in the above quotations is that 
the increased representation of women in the Australian parliament has done little to 
unsettle and reconstruct ideas about what constitutes a ‘successful politician’. The 
male members cited demonstrate the way in which discourses of hegemonic 
masculinity and beliefs about what constitutes an accomplished political performer 
continue to be conflated. Aggression, competitiveness, strength and a capacity for 
                                                 
1 There has been an increase in women’ political representation in Australian local government in 
recent years. Following the most recent round of elections nearly 30% of all local government positions 
were held by women and 15% of mayoral positions (Ryan et al 2005). 
14 
treachery and trampling opponents are highly privileged. Women who are seen to 
display such characteristics are consequently valued as ‘successful’ politicians above 
both women and men who do not display such traits.  
 
Discussion 
This paper has examined the way in which 15 male members of the Australian federal 
parliament understand the question of gender equity. While the four framing devices 
discussed take different forms they share some key commonalities. These are that the 
Australian parliament remains a gendered masculine space infused with discourses of 
hegemonic masculinity. Furthermore, this and the advantages it bestows on men 
appear to be invisible to male MPS. As they frame the issue of gender equity they 
normalise the predominance of masculinities and the conflated relationship between 
masculinities and the identity of parliamentarian. These are seen as right and natural 
rather than socially constituted and requiring reconstruction. This means that women 
politicians who do express the view that they have experienced discrimination are 
positioned as troublesome, complaining and difficult. They are constructed as the 
problem rather than the gendered nature of political and parliamentary life. A further 
commonality in the four framing devices is that they all raise serious questions about 
the extent to which gender equity may one day be realised in the federal parliament. 
This is because the framing devices essentially negate any need for implementing 
strategies to redress women’s disadvantage in relation to men. In short, the men 
understand that the only real constraint women face, that of family care, cannot be 
redressed. Beyond this, the men believe no barriers exist for women and thus 
affirmative action strategies to increase women’s involvement in parliament are 
redundant.  
 
Conclusion 
The research presented in this paper represents a new trajectory for work on gender 
and parliamentary institutions. That is, a focus on men and masculinities. While it is 
clearly the case that much further work is required, four areas seem to be particularly 
in need of investigation.  In the first instance, cross national work is required. Such 
scholarship would build on the work of writers like Galligan and Tremblay (2005) 
who compared women’s representation in Canada, New Zealand and Australia and 
explored the way in which women accessed parliaments in different electoral systems. 
A second focus for future research on men, masculinities and politics would move 
beyond the national scale investigating new forms of global patterns of masculinities. 
Connell (2006) has been at the forefront of contending that the relationship between 
globalisation and masculinities requires exploration, and that key work is in the field 
of analysing the material interests and practices of the new global structures. He 
recognises that the most powerful men in the world are now in the transnational 
organisations and suggests that while that was once thought to be ‘natural’ it is now 
under challenge and is deserving of further enquiry.  A third foci for research on men, 
masculinities and parliaments is the question of difference. That is, attending to 
experiences of political men who do not conform to dominant definitions of 
hegemonic masculinity.   Puwar (2004) has led the way in her study of black women 
members of the British Parliament.  These women were treated   with hostility as they 
were deviants from the norm of politician on both the grounds of gender and race and 
yet were also highly visible.   She rightly argues that male MPs who do not fit the 
accepted norm for a politician of white, heterosexual male are also disadvantaged. A 
final path for future research on men, masculinities and parliaments is a 
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methodological one. Again scholars could take their lead here from work on women 
and parliament. This work has drawn on a range of disparate data as a means of 
describing and critiquing women’s representation in parliament including media 
sources (Summers 1998, Baird 2004), Hansard (Reingold1992), and Australian 
Parliamentary papers (Sawer 2002).  Utilising a more diverse range of data sources 
would further enable the covert and unstated practices of masculinity to be divulged 
and opened up to questioning.  
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